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Murtazali Gadjiev 
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Abstract 


The article, on the basis of written sources and archaeological data, focuses on the Sasa- 
nian fortification construction activities in the territory of Caucasian Albania during the 
reign of Shahanshah Kavad I (488-531). This policy was aimed at creating both a strong- 
hold against the nomads (the Sabirs, Huns, etc.), and an Iranian mainstay in the strategi- 
cally important region of the Eastern Caucasus. 
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The signing of the Iranian-Byzantine Treaty in 506, according to which 
Constantinople paid Ctesiphon 11 centinariums of gold (about 360 kg) 
(Zachar Rhetor VII.5; Joshua the Stylite Ch. 81; Procop Bel Pers 1.9.24), the 
subsequent victorious campaign of Shahanshah Kavad I in Transcaucasia 
against the invading Huns-Sabirs in 507-508 (Procop Bel Pers 1.10; Zachar 
Rhetor VIII.3; Dorn 1844: 6; Ya'kubi 1927: 6; Baladzori 1927: 5; Ibn al-Asir 
1940: 9) and the regained control over the Caucasian passes (Derbend and 
Daryal/Dar-i Alàn) created a favourable political and military situation for 
strengthening the position of Iran in the Transcaucasian region. 

After the mentioned events, Shahanshah Kavad I (488-531) started 
large-scale urban and fortification constructions in Caucasian Albania, 
what marked a new stage of the Iranian presence in the area (see Gadžiev 
2006a: 24 -38; Gadzsijev 2009: 239-264). These measures were not only 
undertaken to secure the northern borders of Iranshahr from the incur- 
sions of the nomadic Sabirs, Huns and their allies, but also to gain a foot- 
hold in the unstable Caucasus region after it had temporarily been lost in 
the middle of the 480s, thus building an extensive network of fortifica- 
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tions with relevant military forces. In all likelihood, a significant portion 
of the funds received from Constantinople under the agreement of 506, 
went to these purposes. 

According to the early Arabo-Persian authors, Kavad I built the cities 
of Bab al-abwab (Derbend), Baylakan, Barda'a (Partaw), and Kabala (Bala- 
dzori 1927: 11, 15; Ibn Xordadbex 1986: 109). All the mentioned cities, with 
the exception of Baylakan, had existed before, and, apparently, Kavad’s 
focus was on strengthening the fortification of these urban centres as 
important military bases for Iranian garrisons. 

Bab al-abwab (Bab al-abwab) is the Arabic name of Derbend (MPers. 
Darband), attested in the Armenian sources of the 5th century (Agathan- 
gelos, Khorenac'i, Elishe, etc.) as the "city of the garrison/guard of Chor" 
(k'atak' pahakin Coray), “garrison/sentry of Chor" (pahak Coray), “pass/de- 
file of Chor" (kapank' Coray), "gate of Chor" (durn Coray), "gates/fortress 
of Chor" (drunk Coray), and, correspondingly, as Téodp/Tzour pass of Pro- 
copius of Caesarea (De Bello Gothico 4(8), 3), Turaye gate of Michael the 
Syrian (Chron.), Zoarou fortress in the Greek rendering of Agathangelos 
(Agathange 1870: 116; cf. Lafontaine 1973: 178-179), as well as Georgian Cora 
in the Life of Saint Shushanik by Yakob Tsurtaveli, and Arabic Sul (Sul gate 
(province, land) of Ibn Khordadbeh and al-Tabari), Sul city of Darband- 
nama, etc. (cf. also Kettenhofen 1994: 13)—all being adaptations of Arme- 
nian Cor or its unattested Middle Persian parallel. Thus, the construction 
of Bab al-abwab (Derbend) by Kavàd I, mentioned by the Arab authors, 
should rather be understood in the sense of mere strengthening (i.e. as 
restoration and fortification) of the mudbrick defensive system erected 
already in the 440s under Yazdegerd II (439-457) (Kudryavcev 1978: 243- 
257; idem 1979: 31-43; GadZiev 1989: 61-76), but not as construction of the 
famous stone defense complex built in 568-570 (Gadžiev 2006b: 77-94; 
GadZiev/Kasumova 2006: 98-114). 

The city-name Barda'a, mentioned among those built by Kavad I, is an 
Arabised form of the name Partaw (Georg. Bardavi)—the early mediaeval 
capital of Caucasian Albania (MPers. Aran, Ardàn, Arab. Arran/Ar-Ran, 
Georg. Rani, Arm. Atuank’), built, according to Movses Dasxuranc'i, by 
King Vache II of Albania by order of Shahanshah Pćroz and named after 
him Perozapat (Dasxuranc'i 1961: III. 15). Partaw/Perozapat is rightly iden- 
tified with the "great city" of Péréz-Kavat (var. PeroZ-Kavat), which, ac- 
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cording to the Armenian historian, was the capital city, the winter resi- 
dence of the Albanian kings and the seat of the Catholicos of Albania 
(Dasxuranc'i 1961: II 19, II 24, II 25, II 31, II 32, II. 39). It is definitely under 
Kavad I that the city received its new Middle Persian name Péróz-Kavát, 
"Kavad the Victorious", what was supposed to fix in the name of the Alba- 
nian capital both Kavad's victories and the political domination of Iran in 
the region. It was, obviously, known to Yaqut al-Hamawi under its New 
Persian name Firüz-Qubad as "the city near Bab al-abwab" in which Khos- 
rov I Anushirvan built a citadel (Arab. qa/'a) and named it after his father 
Bab-i Firüz-Qubàd (Yakut al-Xamavi 1983) (MPers. *Dar-i Peroz-Kavat). 
The stronghold of Firüz-Qubàd is mentioned by Ibn Khordadbeh who lo- 
cates this fortress, together with Jurzan, Sughdabil, and al-Lakz, in Second 
Arminiya (Ibn Xordadbex 1986: 108). 

Some scholars believe that Partaw (Perozapat, Pér6z-Kavat) was built 
by Kavad I at the beginning of the 6th century; the residence of the marz- 
pan of Albania having been then moved there (Akopyan 1987: 122-124) 
They also point out that the evidence from the "History of Albania" about 
the construction of the city, originally named Perozapat, by Albanian king 
Vache II by order of Shahanshah Pērōz (459-484) cannot be accepted be- 
cause immediately after the ascension of Péroz to the Iranian throne (i.e. 
in 459), the Albanian king revolted, and after the defeat he resigned his 
royal regalia, therefore, Partaw could not be built by Vache II by the order 
of Peroz. 

Indeed, in light of these data, it is unlikely that King Vache II would 
carry out the construction of the new capital city at the behest of the Sha- 
hanshah. However, it seems, the city was built under Péroz, after the 
elimination of the royal power in Albania, in the middle-second half of 
the 460s, as new residence for the marzpans—in the area, which was 
more protected than Cor located in the frontier line. The original name of 
the city —Perozapat, MPers. Perozapat, i.e. “Prosperous Peroz" or “the city 
of Peroz", from MPers. apat “prosperous, successful, populous"—indicates 
the time of its construction under the ruling shahanshah, in this case, 
MPers. péroz being considered as the name of the ruler, and not an ap- 
pellative meaning “winner, victorious” (cf. the names of the cities of 
Pér6z-Sapuhr and Pčroz-Kavit after shahanshahs Shapuhr and Kavad, as 
well as the cities named in honour of Pčroz—Ram-Perčz, Rošn-Perčz, 
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Sahram-Pér6z, etc.). The renaming of the city of Perozapat to Partaw (cf. 
Parth. "Par$av (in Old Pers. cuneiform inscriptions, Par$ava-) “Parthia, 
Parthian/Arsacian"; MPers. Pahlav) occurs, probably, between 484 and 
488, after the restoration of statehood in Albania in the reign of Vacha- 
ghan III. At this time, the city became the new capital of Albania, and its 
new name was supposed to clearly demonstrate the change in the politi- 
cal situation—the opposition of Arsacid Albania and Sasanian Iran. By 
the time of the Council of Aghuen (488), the city already had the new 
name; the Archbishop (Arm. episkoposapet) of Partaw Šupkhališoy and 
Priest Matte from Partaw (Dasxuranc'i 1961: I, 26) took part in the Council. 

The second renaming of the city,to Peroz-Kavat (MPers. Peroz-Kavat 
"Kavad the Winner’, by analogy with the city-name Perčz-Šapuhr “Sha- 
puhr the Victorious") took place already under Kavad I, as a result of his 
large-scale construction activities there in the beginning of the 6th cen- 
tury. The new name perpetuates the Shahanshah's victory over the Sabirs 
and the return of the Transcaucasian provinces to Iranshahr. Neverthe- 
less, the city kept its old name, too. Partaw is repeatedly mentioned by 
Kalankatuac'i in connection with variuos events of the subsequent period, 
particularly in the three chapters of the "History of Albania", known as 
"The History of 684". Here Partaw appears seven times under the name of 
Peroz-Kavat, three times, as Partaw, and once, as Perozapat (apud Akop- 
yan 1987: 123). Seemingly, Partaw, at the end of the 5th century, was the 
residence of the head of the Albanian church and, apparently, remained 
as such until the elimination of the Arsacid royal power in Albania (about 
510) when the throne of the Albanian spiritual ruler was moved to Cor. 
Yet, in 552, it was brought again to Partaw (Dasxuranc'i 1961: III, 24). How- 
ever, it can be assumed that the residences of the Catholicos and the Ca- 
thedrals remained both in Kapalak and Partaw. It is known that the Alba- 
nian patriarch's palace had been in Derbend until the Arabs were estab- 
lished there in the 730s (Dasxuranc'i 1961: III, 17) and, according to the au- 
thor of the "History of Albania" (10th c.), "it is still there" (Dasxuranc'i 1961: 
III, 17). 

Another city, fortified by Kavad, was Kabala—Lat. Cabalaca (Plin. Nat. 
Hist. V. n. 2), Gr. XaBdAa (Ptol. Geogr. V. u. 4-5), Arm. Kapalak. It was the 
ancient capital of Albania, which retained its significance of a major ur- 
ban centre in the early Mediaeval period; at the end of the 5th century, 
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the residence of one of the Albanian bishops was there (Dasxuranc'i 1961: 
I. 26). The ruins of this city are located near the village of Chukhur-Kabala 
(Ghabala region, Azerbaijan Republic) and had been, for many years, 
subject to stationary excavations (cf., e.g., Babaev/Axmedov 1981; Aliev/ 
Gadirov 1985). 

Contrary to the above mentioned cities, Baylakan, obviously, was re- 
ally built in the reign of Kavad I. Most researchers associate this city with 
the settlement of Oren-kala (see lessen 1959; idem 1965; Akhmedov 1979; 
Xalilov 2003: 354-355), located in the Mil steppe (Gargarac'i plain). Its con- 
struction, according to the archaeological materials (including coins of 
Emperor Anastasius I and Shahanshah Khosrov II, and the Sasanian 
gems), dates to the 6th century. The fortified settlement of Oren-kala was 
a large rectangular fortress (about 600 x 600 m) surrounded by a deep 
moat, circled with the thick (6 m) 2400 meter-long defensive wall, with 
thirty semicircular towers (of about 14 m diameter) on the perimeter, and 
made of big square mudbricks (47-49x47-49x14-17 cm) (Akhmedov 1979: 
21-22). Some researchers identify Baylakan with the city of P'aytakaran 
(Paxomov 1959: 15), an important early Mediaeval (6th-7th centuries) 
military-political centre of the Southern Caucasus and the capital city of 
the homonymous province. There is though another opinion, according 
to which P'aytakaran was located on the fortified settlement of Tazakend, 
7-8 km south-east of Oren-kala (lessen 1957: 27-28; Alekperov 1960: 67; 
Akhmedov 1979: 5-6; Xalilov 2003: 354). 

The mentioned cities, as attested in Arab travelogues of the gth-1oth 
centuries, were situated on international trade routes and retained their 
importance in the post-Sasanian period up to the Mongol invasion. 

Al-Mas'udi also reported on the "town built of stone" by Kavàd I *in the 
place called Maskat" (Minorskij 1963: 213), i.e., in the area of the Iranian- 
speaking Maskuts' settlement, southward of Derbend and northward of 
Shabaran. Localisation of this city and its identification with any fortified 
settlement in the coastal zone of southern Dagestan and north-eastern 
Azerbaijan is not determined. V. Minorsky's opinion of the possible iden- 
tification of the anonymous city with the city of Firüz-Qubàd (Minorskij 
1963: 213, note 110) cannot be accepted. It is not possible either to localise 
it on the place of the large settlement Torpakh-kala near the village of 
Beliji, since the latter is definitely identified with the Sasanian city Sah- 
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ristan-i Yazdegerd, erected in the area of Cor in the 440s. Finally, it has the 
mudbrick fortification, not the stone one (GadZiev 2001: 32-40; GadZiev/ 
Magomedov, 2008: 276-297), what contradicts al-Mas'udi's data. Among 
the monuments that could be identified with the "town built of stone" in 
this area is the fortified settlement of Ermeni-kala (Armen-kala “Arme- 
nian fortress") with a round citadel, situated on the left bank of the lower 
reaches of the Samur river, possibly near a once-existing crossing. How- 
ever, this settlement remains unexamined with regard to relevant aspects 
(Abakarov/Davudov 1993: 242). 
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Fig. 1. The walls erected during the reign of Kavad I 


According to Al-Baladhuri, Kavad I constructed 360 cities “along the 
clay wall, which fell into decline after the construction of Bab al-abwab” 
(Baladzori 1927: 5). Ibn al-Fagih confirms this information. But, unlike al- 
Baladhuri, he attributes the foundation of Derbend/Bab al-abwab also to 
Kavad I (Ibn al-Fakix 1902: 11). However, the data of the construction of 
the 360 fortifications should be attributed to the time of the large-scale 
construction activities of his son, Shahanshah Khosrov I Anushirvan (531- 
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579) and primarily related to the construction of the Derbend grand de- 
fensive complex and other fortifications in the strategically important 
places of the Caucasus. Ibn Khordadbeh (like many other Arab-Persian 
authors) associates the foundation of Bab al-abwab, as well as the con- 
struction of the 360 castles (fortifications) "along the mountain roads", 
with Khosrov I (Ibn Xordadbex 1986: 109). 

In addition to the construction of cities, early Arab historians attribute 
to Shahanshah Kavad I the construction of the system of long defensive 
walls in the Eastern Caucasus, which was first started by Yazdegerd II who 
blocked the Derbend passage with a huge mudbrick wall (Kudryavcev 
1978: 243-257; idem 1979: 31-43; Gadžiev 1989: 61-76). 

The long walls erected during the reign of Kavad I are represented by 
three great monuments (Fig. 1). First, the “wall of Lbines (sadd al-lb.n) be- 
tween Shirvan and al-Lan Gate" (Baladzori 1927 5; cf.: Minorskij 1963: 28, 
note 38; Novosel'cev/Pašuto/Čerepnin 1972: 40, note 62), identified with 
the so-called Zaqatala (Kakhetian) wall in Alazani valley (Gan 1902: 53-56; 
Paxomov 1950: 68-90). The second one is the multi-kilometer Ghilghilchay 
(Shirvan or Shabran) defensive wall in the Eastern Caucasus, identified 
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ensive wall 
with the "long wall Apzüt-Kavat to the Alminon marshes and the sea", 
which is attested in Anania Shirakac'i's (7th cent.) "Geography" (Arm. 
Asxarhac'oic?) (Anania of Širak 1992:. II, 12-13; about the wall itself, see 
Paxomov 1933; Abdullaev 1968; Aliev et al. 2006: 143-177) (Fig. 2). The third 
one is the Besh-Barmak fortifications, located in historical Shirvan (part of 


128 M. Gadjiev | Iran and the Caucasus 21 (2017) 121-131 


present-day Azerbaijan Republic) southward of Ghilghilchay wall, also 
blocking the passage between the Caspian Sea and the mountains (Paxo- 
mov 1926). It worths noting that here, as later in the Derbend pass and 
Makhachkala (Tarki) defile, the Caspian coastal plain was blocked with 
two parallel walls, with 200 m distance between them, extending from the 
Besh-Barmak rock to the sea. 

Writing on Shahanshah Kavad I construction activities in the Eastern 
Caucasus, al-Mas'udi also reports on the walls, which he built in Shirvan 
known as “wall of clay", and on the Barmaki stone wall (Minorskij 1963: 
213). There is no doubt that the Barmaki wall is the fortification near the 
Besh-Barmak rock (Arm. Horswem in Shirakac'i's Ašxarhac'oic') (Paxomov 
1926; Eremyan 1941: 34-35), which is located at the foot of the place named 
Khizr-zinde. "The wall of clay" mentioned by al-Mas'udi is the Ghilghil- 
chai long wall, which in al-Baladhuri appears under the same name, along 
with the wall of Lbines as the part of Kavad's constructions, while Ibn al- 
Fagih calls it the "brick wall” (Ibn al-Fakix 1902: 15; GadZiev 1998). This 
identification is confirmed by the fact that there are no other long walls in 
the territory of historical Shirvan, except the Ghilghilchay and Besh- 
Barmak walls. The largest facility of the described system, the Ghilghil- 
chay wall, which embodies techniques and methods of the Sasanian forti- 
fication art and the optimal use of the uneven mountainous terrain, be- 
came the prototype of the Derbend stone defensive complex, erected 
decades later, against the new mighty opponent, the Turkic Kaganate. 
Thus, Shahanshah Kavad I created a deep defensive line in the Eastern 
Caucasus—a system of long walls and fortified support centres. 

It is worth noting that, in the Caucasus, Kavad I realised his fortifica- 
tion construction projects only in Albania. There are no evidence con- 
cerning the construction of fortified towns, fortresses or defensive lines in 
neighbouring Armenia and Iberia/Kartli. On the one hand, it reflects the 
increased military and strategic significance of the then Albania, in par- 
ticular, the Caspian corridor, which was clearly demonstrated during the 
Iran-Sabirs war of 503-506 A.D. The necessity of this large-scale construc- 
tion was caused by the activisation of the nomads, and the emergence of 
the new nomadic military and political association led by the Sabirs on 
the Caucasian political arena at the end of the 5th century. On the other 
hand, these large-scale construction activities turned Albania into a 
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stronghold of Iranian presence in the Caucasus. Simultaneously, the Sasa- 
nian construction activities significantly influenced the processes of ur- 
banisation in the Eastern Caucasus. 
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